OPERA 


Opera for the masses: members of the cast of! pagliacc! rehearse on the immense set of the Ahoy arena in Rotterdam 


Horses, old cars, a circus 
— and a cast of hundreds 


ROTTERDAM, fared more for the 
extent ofits port than the richness 
of its cultural life, may seem 
tunlikely contender to become a 
winter Verona for opera lovers 
But a $2.6 million gamble to 
realise that dream is. being 
wagered at Ahoy, the port's 
Colossal arena. Iti venue more 
Sccustomed to rock bands and big 
Sporting events than to opera 

‘The quest 10 create a northern, 
coutof-season Verona has become 
S"crusade for Peter Kroone, & 
Dutch businessman and edging 
‘opera producer. In January 1993 
Nabuceo, his fist arena produc 
tion at Ahoy, confounded those 
‘who predicted that the concrete 
nd steel complex would never be 
Operatieally viable. It was a 
Spectacular production seen by 

10,000 people at five sell-out 


flleria rusticana 
‘and Leoncavall's 1 pagliacet are 
being performed on a stage the 
size of a football pitch and with a 
Cast big enough to populate a 
‘small (own. His alm is am annwal 
January arena production which 
‘ill be “the talk of Europe” and 
provide “a springboard for exciting 
Spandcoming singers”. Hopes for 
2 European tour later are high — 
the directors of more than 26 
farenas abroad are attending the 
Roerdam performances. 

The choice of operas was pio- 
neering. Dealing with love, Jeal 
Ousy and. thwarted passion, 
Cavalleria rusticana and f 


they’ are rarely 
Netherlands: Puccini and Verd 


only p 
‘They wil also 


Dutch are stil Inerested tn arena 
pera. After Ahoy's opera debut 
fast year the RAI complex. In 


Amsterdam was the setting for & 


rival production of Alda. Enraged 
members of the firstnight sud 

*¢ clamoured for their money 
back, claiming they could not see 


the sage. Ahoy d 
lem: built to ac 


‘not have that 
smmodate 


Rotterdam aims to become the Verona of the north 
with epic opera productions, says Isabel Conway 


around the oval stadium command 

an uninterrupted view below. 

Kroone is convinced that other 

arenas throughout Burope will 

become regular operatic venues — 

after all, Pavarotti has played 
don 


Underfunding and because box 
foffice returns are down as a result 
Of declining audiences. Kroone, 
Like other emerging opera impres- 
sarios, is certain it can be Tevt 
talised ~ and even become a ass 


1960s can be realised agal 

the sty elitist image is, 
‘changed and new concepts are 
lntroduced” 


‘Brooke points out that musicals 
used to be staged in “downmarket 
backstreet theatres” and now they 
fare seen in the world’s leading. 
venues. "With arena opera the 
{ame thing can happen,” he say 
"Cultural boundaries are crossed 
with the staging of opera in arenas 
{nd a mach broader pubile appeal 


can be tapped.” But at the risk of 
cheapening cherished works? 
“Certainly not’, he insists, 

allan soprano Fiamma 1220 


Herbert von Karajan, plays the 
tanfortunate Nedda in F pagliaect 
“Opera should be demysbied she 
says, “Like going to the eircus it 
‘Should be something everyone has 
to-do at least once: many people 
‘will then be hooked and realise 
Tow exciting and wonderful ts 

"ithe choice of these operas is 
perfect because they can be easily 
followed. If Twas to introduce 
soci to opera forthe fest ime 
I would pick Cavalleria 


‘Over a million gu 
($500,000) has been spent on the 
scenery at Ahoy, where a 7.6m 
high crucified Christ now towers 
above the auditorium. One thou 
sand square metres of simulated 
‘Stone symbolises both the walls of 
8 church and village. Then there 
fare 90 cuble metres of sand, vin- 
tage Fats, a Vespa three-wheeh 

f circus tent, authentic proces: 
Sonal banners and religious relics 
from Italy, a Sicilian painted cart, 


Hélia THézan and Gisella Pasino in Cavalleria rusticana 


two horses, a stray dog and a cast 
‘of 450. Add the Budapest Opera 
Orchestra (conducted by Roberto 
Paternostto), the Ahoy choir 
(formed forthe frst arena produc- 
tion) and the Rotterdam Youth 
Chole and you have arena opera on. 
a grand scale 

While this kind of production 
‘can provide limitless opportunity 
for indulging in attention-seeking 
gimmickry, the director, Bruno 
Stefano, has, f anything. been par. 
Simonious in his use of “effects” 
for his gian-scale double bill 

"The huge space is used $0 as to 
Increase intimacy rather than to 
‘overwhelm and dwarf the oper 


‘explains: “I wanted Une audience to 
become silent witnesses of the 
tragedies. 


Bruno Stefano (born in Paris 
‘and with Ralian nationality) has set 
both operas in the same Sicilan 
village although 7 pagliacct is 
actually set in Calabria. Yet the 
{wo come out seeming very difer: 
ent. In Cavalleria there is fire for 
Tight and horses for transport 
while Pagliacct is set at the daven 
Of the era of electricity and of 
‘motor ears, 

or the first arena opera at Ahoy 
more than 3,000 tickets were 
bought as employee perks oF for 
cent estertainment. This ine the 
VP boxes are all booked up by 
enthusiasts hoping to sce Catall 
ria’s Mama Lucia (the French 
contralto Hélia THézan) and other 
International names such as 
Fiamma Izzo d'Amico, the Italian 
mezzo soprana Gisella Pasino, 
Romanian tenor Cornelia Murgu, 
Claudio Otell of Austria and young 
Dutch talents ike Ellen Balongino 
and Rein Kolpa, Feasting an 
‘champagne Is laid on afterwards 
for those who ean afford 

‘Opera in Ahoy — A. Mini 

in Rotterdam al Spm 
28 and 29 January 

nd at 2pm on 23 and 30 

wary. Ticket prices start at 
Nfl 65 (833). Box office: tel 
(431) (i04s1210 


